evaluation and selection process when purchasing landscaping services is instrumental in formulating business and marketing plans that will more effectively target new customers, increase the customer base, and ultimately increase profits. To determine these factors, a questionnaire was developed and mailed to 5000 randomly selected households in the metro-Philadelphia area. Recipients were asked to consider factors deemed relevant to the selection and purchase of a landscaping service provider and rank them in order of importance. Questions pertaining to both the landscape industry, such as types of services purchased or how much was spent on these services, and the participants' demographic status were included. A total of 504 completed surveys were received, representing a 10% response rate. Results indicated that the ''quality of work'' factor was most important, followed by ''cost,'' and ''types of services offered'' when analyzed by both the frequency as well as by an average mean ranking of factors. Further analysis of results showed little or no influence on the ordering of factors by independent variables, such as types of service purchased, how much was spent on the service(s), household income, or education levels of the participants.
evaluation and selection process when purchasing landscaping services is instrumental in formulating business and marketing plans that will more effectively target new customers, increase the customer base, and ultimately increase profits. To determine these factors, a questionnaire was developed and mailed to 5000 randomly selected households in the metro-Philadelphia area. Recipients were asked to consider factors deemed relevant to the selection and purchase of a landscaping service provider and rank them in order of importance. Questions pertaining to both the landscape industry, such as types of services purchased or how much was spent on these services, and the participants' demographic status were included. A total of 504 completed surveys were received, representing a 10% response rate. Results indicated that the ''quality of work'' factor was most important, followed by ''cost,'' and ''types of services offered'' when analyzed by both the frequency as well as by an average mean ranking of factors. Further analysis of results showed little or no influence on the ordering of factors by independent variables, such as types of service purchased, how much was spent on the service(s), household income, or education levels of the participants. Bruce Butterfield, Marketing Research Director for the National Gardening Assn. (South Burlington, VT), added further support to this industry growth, indicating that consumers' purchases of landscape installation and construction services were $14.3 billion in 2003, a 28% increase over 2002, and a 126% over 1998. This trend represents the fastest growing segment in the professional lawn, landscaping, and tree services industry (B. Butterfield, unpublished data).
In addition to capturing consumer responses regarding their intention to purchase lawn and landscaping services, the ALCA survey quantified the resources used by consumers when they searched for landscaping services, as well as what criteria they use when they finally selected the landscaping service provider to perform their requested services (Associated Landscape Contractors of America, 2004). More than half (55%) the survey participants indicated that ''referrals from friends and/or family'' was the most important informational resource, whereas 22% indicated that both the ''telephone directory'' and other forms of ''advertising'' aside from the Internet, direct mail, or flier were considered (Associated Landscape Contractors of America, 2004) . Although ''referrals from friends and/or family'' represented the primary resource used during the search for a landscaping service provider, it had less of an effect than ''cost,'' which was ranked as the top influencing factor (83%), when consumers actually selected a landscaping service provider (Associated Landscape Contractors of America, 2004) .
Besides the ALCA survey there is little peer-reviewed research available in the lawn and landscaping industry to assist managers with understanding 1) consumer preferences for desired services and 2) factors that influence consumer's decision to choose a landscaping service provider. The review of the literature by Barton et al. (1998) revealed that little scholarly work had been directed toward understanding customer preferences in the decision to purchase within the nursery and landscape industries. Additionally, Behe et al. (2005) found little consumer research available to help landscape installation and construction businesses develop service marketing strategies.
Service marketing research in other industries indicated that when consumers sought services from licensed or certified professionals, such as doctors and lawyers, consumers relied primarily on sources of information (e.g., ''recommendations from friends or family'') to make their selection decision (Ettenson and Turner, 1997) . In contrast, when choosing services from nonprofessionals, such as dry cleaners and hair stylists, the factor's order of importance differed depending upon which nonprofessional service was sought (Ettenson and Turner, 1997) . Ettenson and Turner's (1997) conclusion revealed that a consumer's perspective of the nonprofessional service category is not treated as a homogeneous group when it comes to evaluating them.
Judy Guido, principal of Guido and Associates (Moorpark, CA), a national consulting firm for the green industry, has found through her own research that consumers perceive the level of service within the lawn and landscaping industry, specifically with how companies market themselves to consumers, to be indistinguishable. She found that consumers use criteria such as 1) how easy it is to find out about a company and 2) how quickly contact can be made between the consumer and a company to be of utmost importance (Guido, 2005) . To improve their position, landscape professionals should develop a better understanding of what drives a consumer's decision when using their services, but only 25% of landscaping construction companies perform these functions (Guido, 2004) . Guido also stressed the importance, albeit to a lesser extent of a landscaping professional's scope of experience, skill sets, guarantees, licensure, types of services offered, proximity, and level of trust as influencing factors in the decision process (J. Guido, pers. comm.) .
This consumer research study was conducted to determine the factors consumers consider in the decision-making process (e.g., cost, types of services offered, and recommendations from friends and family), the order of importance of these factors, and variables that contribute to the ordering of these factors.
For survey construction, asking consumers directly about what factors influence their decision process is considered to be ''self-explicated'' and is a poor indicator of the actual purchase (Ettenson and Turner, 1997) . Therefore, relying on preexisting criteria established by industry professionals became the basis for formulating the response choices for the question of what influenced consumer's selection decision. ''Environmental consciousness'' was not mentioned as a factor in previous studies. However, ''environmental soundness,'' at least with products, ''is increasingly becoming one of the core purchasing criteria that a majority of consumers use to make purchases' ' (Beckwith, 1996) . As a result ''environmental consciousness'' was included as a response choice in this study.
Methods and materials
A traditional postal mailing to randomly selected single-family residences in the metro-Philadelphia area was used for survey distribution. Regions represented in the metroPhiladelphia area include southeastern Pennsylvania, southern New Jersey, northern Delaware, and Cecil County, MD. Single-family residences represent 89% of homeownership in the metro-Philadelphia area, and 80% within U.S. metropolitan areas (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005) . Furthermore, the metro-Philadelphia area is ranked fifth nationally in effective buying income, a measurement of disposable income, and fourth nationally in total households (Ligos, 2001) .
A modified Dillman's tailored design method was used to guide survey construction, estimate projected response rate, and formulate the process for administering mailings (Dillman, 2000) . A response rate of 10% to 50% could be expected if all five steps of Dillman's approach were followed (Dillman, 2000) . Given the wide range of potential response rates and budgetary limitations, only the initial mailing and follow-up reminder postcards from Dillman's five-step approach were used. As a result, we concluded that an 8% response rate would be acceptable for this study.
The survey consisted of 31 questions. The first 17 questions were related to landscaping services, followed by a series of demographic questions. The first question asked consumers if they had previously purchased landscaping services. Consumers who responded that they had not purchased any landscaping services were directed to the demographic questions because the remainder of the survey did not pertain to them.
Response choices to the question of what influenced the consumer's selection decision were determined from review of the literature, and a comparison was made against factors presented in the ALCA survey. As a result, the final listing of response choices included ''quality of work,'' ''cost,'' ''types of services offered,'' ''recommendations from friends and/ or family,'' ''schedule for completing the project,'' ''environmental consciousness,'' ''professionals being in good standing with the local Better Business Association'' (BBA), and ''professional meeting state licensing requirements.'' Customer service was omitted primarily because of its highly subjective nature and varying degrees of definition. Proximity to home was omitted because of the low response in the ALCA survey, and the fact that the landscape contractor is responsible for traveling to the homeowner's property.
The survey was pretested for question relevancy, understanding, and overall construction using 11 participants from The Pennsylvania State University horticulture faculty, industry professionals, and consumers. None of the 11 participants were included in the final sample.
For statistical analysis, the dependent variables include the eight response choices to the question: What influenced your selection decision? (e.g., cost, quality of work, types of services offered). Responses were recorded using a 1-to 8-point Likerttype scale ranging from 1 point being the most influential to 8 points being the least influential. Independent variables included industry-related characteristics (e.g., types of services offered, how much was spent on services performed) and demographic characteristics.
Names and addresses for 5000 randomly selected households were obtained from Survey Sampling International (Fairfield, CT The protocol and survey instrument were approved by the internal review board through the Office of Research Protection at The Pennsylvania State University. All data were coded and entered into SPSS (version 12; SPSS, Chicago) for analysis using descriptive and inferential statistics.
Results and discussion
GENERAL DEMOGRAPHICS. Fivehundred four usable questionnaires were received, resulting in a 10% response rate. A majority of respondents to the survey were male (63.3%) and of white/Anglo decent (88.2%). Additionally, 96.2% indicated owning their own home, and 57.3% indicated living in their home for more than 10 years. A large percentage of respondents indicated earning at least an associate's degree (70.5%), and 72.7% were currently employed. Forty-one percent reported earning more than $100,000 annually, and 37.7% indicated the market value of their home at more than $350,000.
D E M O G R A P H I C S A N D PSYCHOGRAPHICS OF LAND SCAPE SERVICE PURCHASERS.
Of the 504 responses, 315 participants (62.5%) indicated that they had purchased some form of landscaping services: maintenance or installation. When analyzing demographic responses between participants who had purchased only maintenance services versus participants who purchased only installation services, only four characteristics were statistically different: level of education, occupation, market value of home, and household income ( Table 1) . The n values, where n is equal to the number of valid responses by participants to each demographic and psychographic question, fluctuated depending on how many participants responded to each individual question. Results suggest that these four characteristics had some influence on the types of services purchased by consumers in the metro-Philadelphia area. Consumers who were currently employed, earned at least an associate's degree, whose market value of their home was ‡$350,000, or who had a household income of ‡$100,000 were more likely to purchase installation services alone or in combination with maintenance services. Participants who had purchased landscaping services (either maintenance or installation) were asked to indicate what resources they used when investigating potential landscaping service providers (Table 2) . Consistent with data published in the ALCA 2004 survey, results indicated that ''referrals from friends and/or family'' was the primary resource at 53% (55%, ALCA survey results). Table 2 summarizes participant responses by purchasers of landscaping services, purchasers of maintenance services, and purchasers of installation services. Responses add to more than 100% because multiple responses were allowed.
PURCHASERS OF INSTALLATION SERVICES. To determine differences in responses, data were divided and analyzed between those who purchased installation services and those who purchased maintenance services. No differences were found between the two groupings (data analysis results not presented). Analysis of responses for those who purchased installation services appears in the following paragraphs.
Of the 315 participants who had purchased landscaping services, 178 (56.5%) reported purchasing installation services. For purchasers of installation services, 111 (62.4%) reported they spent up to $5000 annually, and an additional 20 (11.2%) reported they spent between $5000 and $9999 annually on these services. Installation services purchased by these participants include plantings (52.2%), hardscapes (46.1%), seed/sod (32.6%), design (29.8%), walls (25.3%), irrigation (14.6%), lighting (13.5%), and construction of outdoor living spaces (8.4%).
Responses about selection decision indicated ''quality of work'' as the factor selected the most (50.7%) for landscaping services. Analyzing responses from participants who purchased only installation services, ''quality of work'' also represented the factor selected the most (58.0%), followed by ''cost'' (21.9%) and ''recommendations of friends and/ or family'' (17.2%).
Because the ordering of factors was reported using a numerical ranking, the mean value ranking was used to analyze data further (Table 3) . Based on this approach, ''quality of work'' was the most important factor with a mean (±SE) of 1.64 ± 0.078 for participants who purchased installation services. Landscape professionals ''standing with local BBA'' was the least important factor, with a mean (±SE) of 6.25 ± 0.199. By looking at the SE of the means, it can be determined whether the mean of one factor falls into the range of another factor. Limits of each of the means are determined by taking two times the SE ± the mean of each factor. Using this methodology, the factors ''types of services offered,'' ''schedule for completing the project,'' and ''recommendation from friends and/or family'' were about equally important for respondents who had purchased installation services. The same can be said for the factors ''meeting state licensing requirements'' and ''standing with BBA.'' Therefore, the final ordering of factors by order of importance for respondents purchasing installation services was ''quality of work,'' ''cost,'' ''types of services offered,'' ''schedule for completing the project'' and ''recommendations from friends and/or family,'' ''environmental consciousness,'' and ''meeting state licensing requirements'' and ''standing with local BBA.'' Survey responses were dissimilar to responses from the 2004 ALCA survey, in which ''cost'' was the most important factor, followed by ''recommendation from friends and/or family'' and ''customer service.'' This survey revealed that ''quality of work'' was the most important factor, followed by ''cost'' and ''types of services offered.'' Certainly, the definition for quality of work is somewhat nebulous and difficult to place a tangible value upon. The ALCA survey looked at an equally ambiguous factor in ''customer service.'' However, ALCA survey participants reported ''customer service'' as third in importance whereas ''cost'' and ''recommendations from friends and/or family were reported as first and second respectively. Perhaps the reason for this dissimilarity has to do with two different survey populations or by the inclusion of ''quality of work'' as a decision factor in this survey.
To identify the independent variables that may have an influence on the mean value ordering of factors for the purchase of installation services, data were analyzed using point biserial correlations between the independent variables and the top two factors (''quality of work '' and ''cost'') . Results from the correlations indicated that a participant's education level had a relatively low correlation value to the ''quality of work'' factor (0.237), but was statistically significant with P = 0.032. This indicates that consumers who hold an associate's degree or higher were more likely to purchase installation services than those holding less than some form of college degree. All other independent variables analyzed produced no significant correlations to either ''quality of work'' or ''cost'' factors.
To determine whether several independent variables combined would influence the ordering of factors, variables showing the greatest potential to have some influence were identified as education level, amount spent, and market value of home. Table 4 shows the multiple regression results of variables that influenced the rating of the ''quality of work'' factor. Although results are significant at P = 0.03, the degree of influence is relatively low at 11% (R 2 = 0.11), indicating that 11% of the influence on the ''quality of work'' factor can be attributed to the combination of these three variables. It would be difficult for landscaping service providers to place much value in these results because they indicate that 89% of the influence on ''quality of work'' remains unidentified.
Further analysis of these same influencing variables against the rating of the ''cost'' factor indicated no significance at the P £ 0.05 level. Additionally, upon recoding the ''amount spent'' factor into new categories-<$5000 and ‡$5000-the influence was even less significant.
Conclusion
''Quality of work'' has an important role in the evaluation and selection process for consumers in the metro-Philadelphia area. For this reason alone, landscape contractors should value a universal definition of how they could best communicate the level of quality of work they perform. Examples could include demonstration of awards won for design and installation or examples of completed projects. Landscape contractors in the metro-Philadelphia area also need to be aware that ''referrals from friends and/or family'' is an important resource used by consumers seeking a landscaping service provider. Landscape contractor's understandings, therefore, of how they can influence both needed quality referrals and how to communicate their quality of work remain discussion points and potential subject matter for future studies.
Just because ''quality of work'' is what participants indicated as most important, it does not suggest that cost is not an important factor in their decision. For contractors in the metro-Philadelphia area who believe they perform top-quality work, perhaps the greatest potential for them to acquire new customers lies in targeting potential customers who are looking for installation services and whose demographic characteristics are similar to those outlined in Table 4 : possess at least an associate's degree, with a home value more than $350,000, and spending on landscaping installation an amount ‡$10,000.
Lastly, the development of trust and its impact on either acquiring new business or its role in the decision process needs to be explored. It could be argued that there is an inherent level of trust transferred to a potential client from an existing or previous customer of a landscaping service provider. ''Recommendations from friends and/or family'' ranks first in resources used when searching for a landscape service provider, but has less impact in the decision process-a result identified in both this study and the ALCA study. The question is: How can contractors continue to nurture and develop the inherent trust transferred from a customer to a potential client? Furthermore, consumers seem to be more willing to trust referrals for services when those services are offered by providers of professional status, as mentioned by Ettenson and Turner (1997) in the differences between professional versus nonprofessional service businesses. The ultimate goal would be for the landscaping industry to transform itself into an industry that requires a ''professional'' status, so that landscaping providers may also capitalize on its most valued means of acquiring new business. How the industry can accomplish this feat remains an open question and potential topic for further research. 
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